The carpet was beige, the walls were green, the chairs were uncomfortable, the TV was blaring and I was waiting. After rushing to get to my mother to her appointment, I sat down in a chair and began watching the clock on the wall as the minutes ticked slowly by. The room contained about a half dozen strangers that morning; all there with various crutches and canes and walkers. A woman held a sleeping infant. I pulled out my laptop and tried to get online. The man sitting next to me leaned over in my direction with a smile "Hey there little lady, how are you doing?" he said cheerfully. "Uh, fine," I said, hoping he'd leave me alone. He didn't. He started to chat about why he was there. He got in a motorcycle accident some years ago and is still dealing with the repercussions from his spinal injury. The clock on the wall kept ticking. In all honestly, I kept hoping for a miracle-that my mom would emerge from her appointment, that Mr. Cheerful would keep his stories to himself. I did not get my miracle that day.
As I said in the Introduction to the Service, this time of year is all about waiting and it's a season of the year that too often compels us in the opposite direction.
Instead of following the rhythms of nature like our earthbased and Wicca fellow religious travellers, we deny the fact that the rhythms of our own lives should change with the encroaching winter. We speed up instead of slow down. Why? For one reason-it's fun. The holiday seasons put us into a kind of extraordinary time where everything is more heightened; our senses are over-stimulated by smells of baking; we pull out our ritual clothes for Holiday Parties, the same green and red sweater we wear every year; we buy gifts for people we haven't seen all year; there's no denying that it can be pleasurable and enjoyable and presumably that's why so many of us do it. Another reason we may speed up instead of slow down is because, as Neil Young once said, "It's hard to face that open space." It's hard to have the ground cleared away before us-nothing on our calendars, no parties to attend, no cookies to bake no gifts to buy-if we clear away everything we then must turn and face a very vulnerable place in our own livesand it's that place to which I want to turn-those times when we find ourselves….just waiting…we can't move forward and we can't go back; we don't know our future and we can't change the past…we aren't sure what to do next but we know that something's got to changehow do we wait, what do we wait for and why are questions for our reflection this morning.
The man sitting next to me in the waiting room has fallen silent. The show has now changed and Jerry Springer is talking to me through the TV set. The infant in the room starts crying-a loud, shrill cry that hurts my ears, and it slowly dawns on me that this waiting room has become my personal hell. I don't see anything very spiritual about my waiting right now.
There's actually a theological, sociological and psychological name for that space-and it's called "liminal" space. Liminal space is from the latin limen, meaning threshold, and it's characterized by ambiguity, indeterminancy-a sense that anything can happen here-situations can happen which can lead to new perspectives. It's a place where the borders around our rock solid identity becomes fuzzy. The bar at the airport is a liminal space, as is hotel lobbies-places where people wait for something to happen, and sometimes-it is in the waiting that something does happen that surprises, challenges or changes us. The idea of liminal space is popular in science fiction-Rod Serling's Twilight Zone, (who I might add considered himself a Unitarian) attempt to explore that liminal space-"the middle ground between light and shadow, between science and superstition…" and I'm sure that some would say this confirms that UU's really are from the twilight zone. Midnight and noon are liminal times, as they mark the transition from morning and afternoon; between one day and the next. The equinox and the solstice are liminal times, because they mark either the equal length or wax or wane or a season. We know these periods of waiting because they are usually marked with ritual; whether by the countdown on New Year's Eve or the lighting of candles on Christmas Eve, we realize that there is this space, both external and internal, that seems not bound by time or place-a place of openness, of possibility, a place of waiting. The time between being asleep and being awake is such a time, and the time when the body begins its fall towards death is liminal time-and we who are there with it, must simply sit and wait and be a witness to it.
In many Christian churches last Sunday was the end of what's called "Ordinary Time," and the faithful enter now into the Season of Advent-a kind of recognized extraordinary time when they await the birth of Jesus as the Messiah. For most Unitarian Universalists the birth of Jesus is a cause of celebration, but we have a lover's quarrel with what others mean about Jesus as the Messiah or the Son of God. We tend to see every birth as a miracle, and holding the potential for each one of us to rise to the level of Jesus' greatness. We don't formally recognize Advent as the beginning of the liturgical year as other church's do, because we tend to want to see that every day and every season of the year carries the potential for entering into that liminal-or Holy Time. What then are the qualities of this waiting time? What do we expect may or may not happen while we're waiting? The single most important thing we can do is to listen.
The story about Elisha the prophet and the still small voice is well known and often told as a way of describing God's presence or, if you prefer to say the intuition of that which is greater than the self, comes not in bold actions but in small ways. The story is more than that however; it's about waiting and listening. You see, Elijah was a man of action. Just before he got to Mt. Horeb, he had won an idol-smashing contest with those who wanted to worship Baal, he narrowly escaped death at the hands of Ahab and Jezebel, and now, he was camped at the base of Mt. Horeb with no food, shelter, water or weapons. There was nothing for him to do there, and he readied himself to die, but as he did, he heard a voice say to him "what are you doing here?" Then comes the wind that shattered rocks, followed by an earthquake, followed by fire-all of these things making such sound and fury, and Elijah, watching and waiting and listening, hears a still, small, voice inside. Our days are like wind, our lives rent asunder by earthquakes of deception or despair; the fullness of our days betray an emptiness at night; the noise of such calamities can keep us awake but not alert, and in the midst of all of this-Elijah's reward was nothing less than the still small voice of his God-his Truth-his next step. Having listened to that still small voice, he could hear the next question, which essentially was…" "So what are you doing here?" What? I raised my head out of the laptop. The man sitting next to me had asked me question. "What are you gonna get done?" he repeated. I didn't know what he meant it first, then realized he thought I was waiting to see a doctor. "No, I'm here waiting for my mom." I said, desperately trying to get back to my laptop work. "I'm gonna get some physical therapy." "Oh," I said, really looking at him for the first time.
I put down my laptop and realized that I had nothing to do, really, but wait, and he seemed like he needed to talk, so I listened, and as I listened, I realized that he was a medical miracle. He had broken almost every major bone in his body, except for his head he told me. He survived Vietnam, cancer, two divorces, alcoholism and unemployment. 'I get up every day," he said, "and give thanks for being sane, sober and alive." He had been through the fire, the earthquakes, the winds and it had not consumed him. Somewhere in the midst of the cranky child, the noisy Springer show, the grey green walls, I had been waiting with a miracle, and did not know it.
Waiting takes us to that liminal space where anything can happen, if we're open to it, and we listen for it. Waiting can take us to a place of seeing miracles happen in front of our very eyes, if we have the eyes to see and ears to hear. What's this miracle, then, that we wait for? Prior to the 19 th century, our forebears believed that the miracles that Jesus performed was proof of his divinity, but when Ralph Waldo Emerson and his colleagues came on the scene, they challenged that belief. "It's a miracle I can raise my arm!" wrote Emerson, essentially reframing the way modern Unitarian Universalists have come to understand miracles today, as not something supernatural but real and practical, something available to all and not just a select few in a long ago and far away land. This month Jews will celebrate Hannakah, and embedded in that story is a miracle story; that while the Jews were waiting for reinforcement to come, they only had enough oil to burn their lamps for one day, and somehow, it lasted for eight days. We don't know the source of this miracle; Jews would say it was God; others would say physics, but what is important is that the miracle stories we tell are ones that provide us with hope. This season of the year is one that makes our waiting worthwhile, whether for the light to return at solstice, or the miracle of lamps burning to light the way.
Writing What miracles are you waiting for this season? Are you waiting for a rebirth of wonder-one that can claim you in a way you haven't felt in a long time? Are you waiting for the miracle of love? Then look no farther than the corners of this room-for you shall surely find some measure of it here. Are you waiting for a miracle of hope? Then let this be your waiting room and while you're waiting you may just discover that the miracle sits down beside you in an unlikely form. Are you waiting for the holidays to be over so that you can get back to normal life? Then take the time to listen to nature's song-the crack of ice, the sharp voice of the wind, the earth's lumbering slumber and find there a miracle to sustain you through the new year.
If I look closely, the miracles I hope for do show up; often times not in the form that I would choose or sometimes can even understand, but I've seen and experienced such miracles before. Miracles of recovery from addictions, from divorce, from childhood traumas. Miracles of friendship that have lasted over a half a century; miracles of modern science that have made it possible for people to live with new hearts, livers, kidneys; miracles of shattered lives somehow able to rebuild when everything seemed lost.
The miracles we wait for do show upnot just at this time of year, but have the potential to be a daily visitor, if we wait for them and listen for them. May it be so.
